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(pics to set the mood) 


(experience slps away. the innocence slps away.) 


The late-afternoon sun looks beautiful, like this - refracted through the chlorinated water, dancing across the 
smooth white tiles. She loves the way her hair floats in the shapeless blue, brushing against her face in 


weightless golden waves when she turns her head. 


It's starting to hurt, now. Her lungs are starting to ache. She can't breathe. She's starting to inhale water, 
gulping frantically, watching her last few bubbles of air dribble up to the surface as the chemicals rush in 


It feels like choking, but worse. 


It feels like- 


Gasping, coughing, vomiting onto the concrete patio. 


There's a palm smacking her between the wet, slippery skin of her shoulder blades. Her nose is bleeding again 
She watches a fat drop of it hit the ground, mixing with her spittle. 


"-okay? Jesus Christ, Alex, you scared the hell out of me." 


It's Neil. Of course its Neil. There's a soft white towel being wrapped around her shoulders, two strong arms 
lifting her to her feet, steering her back toward the house under a pitch-black sky on shaky, stumbling legs. 
The sun is gone. When did the sun go? 


The bathroom feels alien. Too bright. Too loud. The walls are flexing around her, breathing her in. Alex closes 
her eyes and lets Neil strip her out of her soaking-wet dress, obedient like a ragdoll. 


He sits her in the clawfoot tub and lets the water run, the basin slowly filling up with warm water around her 
as she sits there and shivers, knees folded to one side, head lolling back against the rim of the tub. 


"You'll end up dead if you keep doing this," Neil finally tells her, once the water level has reached her navel. He 
reaches over to turn it off. She watches him do it through lidded eyes; the minute flex of his forearm, the 
curt twist of his wrist, the worried downturn of his mouth below his bushy mustache. The two last drops 
tumble elegantly from the shining golden faucet. 


Alex lifts a hand to her face, clumsily dragging her fingers below her nose. They come away red, blood mixing 


with the clean water on her skin, seeping into the fine crevices of her knuckles. "It was a good try, wasn't it?" 


He reads to her, that night. The Silmarillion Alex lets herself drift in the timbre of his voice, the cadence of his 
tone, losing herself as she sinks into something that's not quite a trance, not quite sleep. She's just about to 
roll over and tell him that it's okay, that he can turn the light out and go to bed, when she hears the book 
snap quietly shut behind her. 


There's a moment of silence, stretching out before her - like an echo, like a mirage, like a long hallway with no 
end - and then Neil's warm, gentle hand is alighting gently upon her shoulder, pulling her out of the spell. "Time 


to wake up, Lerxst" 


She makes a soft noise of confusion and turns her head to look up at him, groggy and dazed. 


I'll leave you to get dressed," he says quietly. "Coffee's ready when you are." 


Alex watches him leave, pulling the door shut behind himself with a quiet click. She swings her legs over the 
side of the bed, standing up on unsteady knees. When she stumbles back downstairs in a camisole and a pink 
silk bathrobe, the sun is shining and the birds are chirping and there's a glass of orange juice waiting for her 


on the dining room table. 


"One egg or two?" 


Alex blinks, rubs her eyes. "Just the juice, please." 


"Upset stomach?" 


"I'm fine." 


"Would you prefer oatmeal? Pancakes?" 


"No, Neil, it's-" she shakes her head, fingers sliding into her dirty hair to rest at her temples, pressing into 
that space right above her ears where the throbbing is. "I'm fine. I'm sorry. About.. I'm sorry." 


"You don't have to be." He offers her a lit cigarette - where did he get the box? Where did he get the 
lighter? - and waits for her to take a drag. "Are you feeling better this morning?" 


Alex nods. The smoke stings in her throat. Her lungs still hurt, like a dull ache inside her chest. "Little rough, 


but | will be," she tries for a smile. 


Neil holds an ashtray out towards her. When Alex looks down at the cigarette between her fingers, it's already 
burnt all the way down to the filter. She blinks again, eyebrows furrowing, and stubs it out. "| need- | think | 


need to go for a walk. Something's not... " 


(something's not right.) 


"You want me to come with you?" 


Alex shakes her head. Her gaze flicks from the ashtray to the window, gazing out into the back garden and the 
water that glimmers in the birdbath. "No," she finally finds her voice, "lm fine. | think | just need some air. My 
head's still all.. fuzzy." 


Neil's mustache twitches in a sympathetic smile. "Alright. Go take a shower, I'll take care of the rest" 


He knows her too well. 


The mahogany railing is smooth beneath Alex's grip as she slowly climbs back upstairs, the loose sash of her 
bathrobe trailing behind her. There's a larger bathroom with a marble rain shower on the upper floor, but her 
feet take her to the ensuite instead, treading lightly over the plush carpet. She leaves her clothes on the bed 
and shuts the bathroom door behind her. 


The tender skin below her eyes looks almost purple with exhaustion It looks worse in the natural light filtering 
through the frosted window; her skin looks starkly pale in the mirror, almost sallow, and her blonde hair hangs 
limp and ratty against her collarbones. Idly, she drags a hand up her torso, resting just above her navel. She's 
lost weight, lately - too much. Enough to go down a full cup size. She hates how it makes her face look; too 


severe, too lifeless. 


(dead or decomposing) 


Alex turns her back to her reflection. She twists the shower handle all the way to hot and lets the water run. 
It's scalding when she steps in, making her flinch and gasp as it hits her skin, but she bites her lip and lets it 
run over her back. By the time she steps back out, her skin is an irritated shade of pink, hot to the touch. 


Neil has already taken her discarded clothes and set out new ones in their place - knee-length plaid skirt, white 
silk shirt, small black purse. Dainty silver watch. Fresh nylons and undergarments. He's set her polished black 


loafers down on the carpet at the foot of the bed 


Alex takes her time getting dressed. It's mechanical, almost, like a routine; bra and panties, then nylons, 
carefully pulled up her legs like a second skin. She relishes the glide of the satin shirt against her flushed skin, 
methodically buttoning from hem to collar, then buttons the skirt over top and fastens it with a gilded kilt pin 
from her jewellery drawer. She slips her vial and spoon into the purse and slings it over her right shoulder, 


carrying the shoes downstairs with her fingers hooked into the heels. 


Neil's busy sweeping the kitchen. He looks up when she reaches the bottom of the stairs. "Sure you don't want 


me to go with you?" 


I'm okay, thanks," Alex says quietly. "You can take the afternoon off, I'll be back sometime tonight." 


A tinge of concern seems to filter into Neil's gaze, but he gives a slight incline of his head nonetheless. "Keys 


are in the drawer. I'll put your dinner in the fridge.” 


"Thanks." 


The new Oldsmobile is freshly-shined and waiting for her in the garage. It still smells crisp and decadent, like 
new leather. Her fingers shake slightly as she fits the key into the ignition, and for a moment, she wishes she 


had taken Neil up on his offer to accompany her. She hasn't driven much since- 


too fast too dark the yellow midline swimming in her vision and her skin is on fire and her nose is bleeding again and 


she's 


alone and there's smoke there's fire there's more blood than before but she cant feel it, she can't 


feel any of it 


she can't- 


She clutches the key tighter and gives it a twist, feeling the engine purr to life. 


The garage door rises smoothly, letting the sun pour in. Alex fishes her sunglasses out of the glovebox and 
slides them up her nose. She checks her reflection in the rearview mirror, adjusts her grip on the wheel, and 


puts the car into drive. 


When she checks the clock on the dash display, it reads five o'clock. 


The parking lot of the community library is almost deserted when she pulls up around back. She's careful to 
park at the far end of the lot anyways, safely out of the way. Her toes twitch inside of her shoes, restless, 
and she finds herself reaching for her purse. There's a tiny, split-second moment of panic as she fishes 
around inside, and then her fingers finally close around the little vial - only a quarter full, but she's got more 
tucked away in her closet at home. It's fine. She's fine. She only needs a little, anyway. Just enough to distract 
her from the low-grade drip sliding down her throat. 


Two bumps later, Alex gets out of the car and makes her way up the cracked concrete steps. She hasn't been 
here in years, but the building smells the same as she steps through the front doors; like crayons and plastic 
and old carpet over top of something else, something she can't quite put a name on. The nostalgia hits her like 
a tidal wave, almost stifling in its intensity. She moves toward the kids' section in a daze. The shelves seem to 
go on forever as she drifts between them, taking slow, careful steps, unsteady on her feet, the world falling 


away behind her. When she looks up, she's standing next to a vast display of paperback romance novels. 


When Alex was younger, she used to come here and stare at these covers. Not the perfectly-bronzed, 
shirtless men and their rippling abs, either; even as a kid, her eyes always seemed to stray to the swooning 
dames in their arms, fingers reaching out to trace the painted fabric of their gowns, not daring to linger too 


long upon the tasteful hint of their cleavage. 


"We're closing in ten minutes," someone says to her left. 


Alex flinches a little in surprise. One of the librarians is standing there, staring at her - a thin, gawky-looking 

young woman with beady eyes and unkempt brown hair parted straight down the middle. She's holding a stack 

of books in front of her, clutching them tight to her sweater-clad chest. "Sorry. | didnt mean to startle you, | 
just thought I'd let you know." 


Alex gives her a little nod, a little smile. "Thanks, yeah. Appreciate it” 


"Are you- You're Alexandra Lifeson," the girl says. It's meant to be a statement, but it comes out sounding 


like a question. 


Normally, that kind of instantaneous recognition makes something shameful and proud rear up in Alex's chest. 
For some reason, hearing it from this dishevelled girl in a public library just makes her feel sick She debates 
denying it, but there would be no point. "Yeah. Call me Alex." 


"| didn't mean to-" The girl shakes her head. ‘Sorry, that was rude of me. | just didn't expect." 


"Don't worry about it" 


"Can l- Are you just browsing? Can | help you find anything?" 


She was. Browsing, that is. She turns back to the shelf in front of her, scanning the titles, only to find that 
they've morphea: 


You Can F You Think You Can. 


Looking Out For #1 


The Road Less Travelled 


Please Understand Me. 


A twinge of fear prickles at her base of her neck. 


| was actually looking for recipe books," she spitballs, throwing in a sheepish grin and a laugh for good 
measure. "You guys got any of those?" 


A flush rises to the girl's pale cheeks. "Sure, yeah. They're just- | mean It's probably better if | show you." 


She turns on her heel, walking quickly in the opposite direction. Alex follows after her, eyes briefly flicking down 
to the cant of her hips as she walks, covertly admiring how the pockets of her blue jeans outline the slight 
curve of her ass. They're too short for her legs, riding up around her ankles, exposing a flash of white sock 


just above her dirty Converse hi-tops. 


"They're just up here, beside the study rooms," she says over her shoulder, turning to look back at Alex as 
they slip between the shelves. "What are you planning on cooking?" 


"Just some soup,’ Alex lies, "I'm not really much of a cook. | totally flunked Home-Ec in high school, nearly 
burnt the school down" 


The librarian is cute when she smiles. Alex likes the way it makes her face brighten, eyes crinkling up at the 


sides, showing a set of small, even teeth. "I didn't even know it was possible to flunk Home-Ec." 


"Believe me, if anyone could do it, it was me." 


They come to a stop and the girl makes a vague gesture to the shelf on Alex's right. "These are them, then 
Meats dishes at the top, desserts at the bottom." 


She turns to look at Alex, almost as if waiting for approval. 


"That's great, thank you. And, you, uh- What's your name?" 


If possible, the girl's face flushes even further. "I guess it's only fair to even the score," she says, shifting her 
pile of books into the crook of one arm and extending one long, thin hand for a handshake. "I'm, uh, Geddy. 
Geddy Lee." 


Alex grins. She slips her hand into Geddy's and gives it a gentle squeeze. Her palm is warm, a little damp. "Nice 


to meet you.” 


"You too," Geddy echoes. Their hands part, and she repositions the stack of books in her arms again. "| should 
probably go start closing up for the night, but | can still check you out, if you want to get anything." 


"That would be great, thanks. | totally lost track of time for a second there.’ 


"Easy to do in a library," Geddy smiles, bashful. "It's alright. I'll still be here until eight-thirty, so you can take 


your time, | don't mind." 


She awkwardly sidles past Alex in the narrow aisle and starts walking back the way they came. Something 
about the sway of her long, brown hair as she leaves makes Alex's throat close up, her heart suddenly 
thudding hard in panic. If she lets Geddy disappear, she might get lost again, trapped between the bookshelves 
like a labyrinth. 


Alex turns and snags the first book she sees off the shelf, then jogs after her. 


"Got one," she announces, coming up on Geddy's left. 


"That was quick" Geddy casts an amused glance her way. She scans over the title of the tome; farm Journal's 
Complete Pie Book. "| don't think you're gonna find any soups in there." 


"Changed my mind," Alex shrugs, "I like pie better. You got a ride home tonight?" 


Geddy's gaze flicks back to her, this time a little more alert. Bewildered. "I- What?" 


"Just wondered if you needed a ride. | didn’t see any other cars in the parking lot” 


"Oh," Geddy says, not meeting her eyes. "I live pretty close, | usually just walk" 


Anxiety jumps in Alex's belly. She spins theatrically on one heel so that she's walking backwards, still keeping 
pace with Geddy. "We could go get food or something, if you want," she offers quickly, "My treat. I'm starving, 
and | think we both know whatever | try to make out of this," she holds up the recipe book, "is probably going 


to turn out looking like toxic sludge." 


Geddy huffs a little laugh, teeth digging into her lower lip. She looks nervous, embarrassed. "It's nice of you to 


offer, but l- | still have some chores to do at home, so." 


"Oh, c'mon. They can wait a few more hours, can't they?" Alex wheedles, subtly shifting her body a little 


closer. "It'd be fun You seem fun" 


(please) 


"| don't think anyone's ever called me ‘fun’ before," Geddy demurs, keeping her eyes fixed on the ground. Her 


hair falls around her face like a curtain when she tilts her chin down like that, her prominent nose poking out. 


"Then l'Il be the first," Alex insists brightly. 


They reach the front desk and Geddy hoists the stack of books up onto the counter. She turns to face Alex, 


studying her face. "You're being serious?" 


"| never joke about food" 


"No, | mean- We just met, and you want to, what, hang out? With me?" 


(please) 


Alex grins, steps in closer, close enough to knock their shoulders together. "Hell yeah, | want to hang out with 


you. Why not? The night is young.” 


Geddy's thin lips twitch up into a hesitant, skittish kind of smile. She huffs an uncertain chuckle and 


tucks her hair behind one ear and turns to Alex 


tilting her chin up slightly to meet her eyes 


and says 


"or not?" 


Red linoleum. White paper napkin. 


Alex's gaze snaps up from the tabletop to find Geddy looking back at her, head cocked slightly to the side. 
She's pulled her hair back into a loose ponytail, a few shorter strands tucked behind her ears. She's looking at 
Alex, face soft and open, posture looser than it was back at the library. 


Her hair was down before. 


Wasn't it? 


Alex swallows hard, gaze snapping back down to the table, zeroing in on the condensation gathering at the base 
of the water cup beside her left hand. She tries for a smile. "Sorry, come again? | zoned out." 


(how much did you lose how many minutes how many hours how many) 


Geddy laughs a little, sheepish. "| just asked if you liked being an only child." 


"Oh! Oh, yeah. It was, uh." Alex leans back in the booth a little, glancing around. Twenty-four hour diner. South 
side of town. She knows where they are. "Lonely, | guess. | didn't really have any friends, so." She licks her lips 
and rubs at her nose, laughing nervously. "Like... Everyone | knew who has siblings would always complain about 


them, but | would have killed to have someone else around when | was growing up, y'know?" 


Geddy smiles, nods, but there's a newfound look of concern in her eyes. "Yeah, | think | know. | don't get along 
with my brother, but | can't imagine life without him." 


"Yeah," Alex echoes faintly. "Yeah, |.." She looks down at her lap, zeroing in on the dirty smear of blood across 
her knuckles. Her heart flutters nervously in her chest, knees jumping. "I'm just gonna- | have to go to the 


washroom real quick, okay? I'll be right back" 


She doesn't really wait for a response before she's getting up and slipping from the booth, nearly tripping over 
one of Geddy's bony ankles in the process. The soles of her sensible shoes slap softly against the tile floor as 
she crosses the diner, bordering on a jog as she rounds the counter and pushes inside the ladies' room. It's 
brightly-lit and smells sickly sweet, like fake cherry and roses. It's nauseating. Alex crowds up against the sink 
and stares hard into the mirror, peering into her own eyes; her pupils are blown wide like little black holes, 
starting to eclipse the blue of her irises. She's breathing hard for no reason, trying to swallow down the paric. 


Everything tastes like blood. 


She thought- 


(something's not right) 


-it was over, that she was coming down, that the worst of it had passed, but when she looks behind her in 
the mirror she sees that the bathroom stalls are all starting to lean to one side, metal walls bending 


grotesquely, as if they're made of rubber. 


(no, no, come on, not now, not now not) 


Her hands raise to her head, pressing at her temples. She takes a deep breath and lets it out slow, feeling her 
eyes start to swim with frightened tears. She tries to keep herself grounded, tries to think of Geddy out 
there in the diner, alone. Probably biting her nails or fiddling with her sweater cuffs. Probably chewing on her 
lower lip, just a little. Waiting. 


Alone. 


What the fuck was she thinking? 


Alex glances down and realizes the checked tiles on the floor are starting to shift and slide around, the 
patterns rippling beneath her feet. Her mouth opens on a horrified whimper. She stumbles backwards, blindly 
groping for the wall to steady herself- 


(time to wake up lerxst) 


(shut up pratt) 


-but the wallpaper is moving, now, too; its melting, sliding down over her hands like wet paint and staining her 
skin red. She jerks back as if burnt and knocks one hip against the sink, sending her sprawling to the floor, the 
bathroom stalls towering over her. Alex scrambles backward until her shoulders hit the opposite wall. She pulls 


her knees up to her chest and pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, trying to breathe. 


Twenty minutes later, that's how Geddy finds her - slumped in the corner of the bathroom with her knees up 
to her chest, tears and snot and blood seeping into her shirtsleeves. She's shaking, eyes wide and unseeing. 


‘| got lost," she mumbles miserably. "Geddy, | need- | want to go home, | don't know what's happening." 


